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Abstract  
Aims:  In addiction research, non-constructionist traditions often question the validity and reliability of qualitative efforts. This 
study presents techniques that are helpful for qualitative researchers in dissecting and clarifying their subjective interpretations. 
Methods:  We discuss three courses of action for inspecting researchers’ interpretations when analyzing focus-group interviews: 
(i) adapted summative content analysis, (ii) quantification of researchers’ expectations; and (iii) speaker positions. While these are 
well-known methodological techniques in their own rights, we demonstrate how they can be used to complement one another. 
Results:  Quantifications are easy and expeditious verification techniques, but they demand additional investigation of speaker 
positions. A combination of these techniques can strengthen validity and reliability without compromising the nature of 
constructionist and inductive inquiries.   
Conclusions:  The three techniques offer valuable support for the communication of qualitative work in addiction research. They 
allow researchers to assess and understand their own initial impressions during data collection and raw analysis. In addition, they 
also serve in making researchers’ subjectivity more transparent. All of this can be achieved without abandoning subjectivity, but 





Researchers’ subjectivity and impressions are valuable parts 
of research conduct and are important in all stages of 
qualitative research: when outlining the study, during field 
work, and in the final stages of analysis and reporting 
(Krieger, 1985; Hubbard, Backett-Milburn, & Kemmer, 
2001; Mauthner & Doucet, 2003; Lindh, 2015; Denzin, 
1994). Researchers and their emotions are part of the data, 
and intuition and gut feelings can serve as beacons, drawing 
attention to unexpected findings (Kleinman & Copp, 1993; 
Lindh, 2015).  
Nonetheless, researchers’ subjectivity is often difficult to 
introduce to health research, which is dominated by realist 
quantitative methods and a positivist research angle. 
Addiction research is a field that predominately builds 
evidence in line with quantitative traditions inherited from 
epidemiology, medicine, and cognitive sciences (Hellman et 
al., in press; Babor et al., 2017; Rhodes, Stimson, Moore, & 
Bourgois, 2010). Research is evaluated most typically in 
view of classic validity and reliability constructs that are not 
applicable to constructionist approaches (e.g., Golafshani, 
2003; Guest, MacQueen, & Namey, 2012). This might be 
one reason why qualitative research has remained marginal. 
In a recent study of the content of 40 established addiction 
journals, the proportion of published articles involving a 
qualitative methodology is only 11% (Hellman et al., in 
press). “[I]nsufficient detail on the . . .  method and analytical 
process” (Neale et al., 2013, p. 447) has been expressed as 
one of the most typical reasons for the rejection of qualitative 
work.  
Often the centrality of subjectivity in qualitative research is 
mistaken as a relativism of “ad hoc assumptions." There are, 
however, some helpful techniques for scaffolding the 
relevance of qualitative work in evaluation settings where 
this view is represented. Tong, Sainsbury, and Craig (2007) 
have collated a list of quality criteria for reporting qualitative 
research in their review study. Their encompassing list of 
criteria emphasizes transparency and avoiding bias by 
ensuring that reporting includes details about the research 
team, study design, and study analysis. Berends and 
Johnston (2005) have used a multi-coding scheme to control 
for bias in their study on service users of drug treatment. 
They even involved treatment personnel and drug users 
themselves, in order to increase the credibility of their 
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analysis. As the authors themselves acknowledged, the price 
for the increased control of researcher’s subjectivity was, 
however, a decrease in the depth of analysis.  
Research traditions can be crudely placed upon a continuum 
between the positivist and constructivist stances. While the 
positivist paradigm works on the assumption that an 
objective reality exists out there to be studied in systematic 
fashion, the constructivist paradigm holds the world to be 
subjectively constructed and contextual; this applies to the 
constructivist inquiries which cannot (and do not wish to) 
shed light upon universal truths, but instead seek to map out 
co-constructed subjective realities (Spencer, Pryce, & 
Walsh, 2014). The qualitative methodology has initially 
originated from the constructivist tradition, and thereby aims 
at thick descriptions of contextual subjective realities and 
meanings (e.g., Geertz, 1973). Strategies attempting to 
increase the caliber of qualitative research often aim to tame 
its qualitative character, in order to mimic validation criteria 
inherent to the hegemonic quantitative and positivist 
research methodologies, rather than make rich use of its 
qualitative potential. Expectations and suggestions often 
endorse altogether avoiding the inclusion of valuable core 
components from the underlying constructivist 
epistemology. While different concepts have been discussed 
to replace the positivist evaluative criteria of validity and 
reliability (e.g., with credibility and dependability), the 
justifications for carrying out changes often follow 
positivistic logic on research conduct: subjectivity must be 
avoided and objectivity must be maintained throughout 
research. Thus, subjectivity, while firstly acknowledged as 
important contextualization, is nevertheless often inevitably 
treated as a bias. Research conduct more properly informed 
by a constructivist paradigm would instead consider 
subjectivity to be both important and necessary (Krieger, 
1985).  
As qualitative addiction researchers, our aim in this article is 
to tackle this imbalance, and to suggest and discuss three 
techniques by which researchers’ subjectivity can be 
substantiated and operationalized. The first of these 
techniques is an adapted summative content analysis, in 
which we identify and count labels used by interviewees. 
The second includes a summation of researchers’ 
expectations, which makes use of our own assumptions 
about our interviewees. Thirdly, we employ a semiotic 
analysis of speaker positions. We contend that our suggested 
strategies are transparent enough to connect to and be 
justified within the governing research paradigms of the 
addiction research field, while still acknowledging 
researchers’ emotions and gut feelings as inherent parts of 
data analysis within qualitative research. To illustrate our 
case, we use data from a focus-group study conducted with 
German social workers (SW) on the topic of problem 













Field of social work Qualification 
1 1 Female 1965 14 Youth welfare office and general social 
service 
Social work/pedagogy  
(university) 
2 1 Female 1967 10 Social services of the district Social work/pedagogy  
(university) 




4 2 Female 1960 19 Psychiatric services for children and 
adolescents 
Social work  
(polytechnic) 
5 2 Female 1958 19 Psychiatric services for children and 
adolescents 
Social work  
(polytechnic) 
6 3 Female 1959 21 Welfare office (employable age) Social work and pedagogy  
(not reported if polytechnic or 
university) 




8 3 Female 1952 28 General social services (for people in 
employable age) 
Social work and pedagogy 
 (not reported if polytechnic or 
university) 
9 3 Female 1957 20 General social services (for people in 
employable age) 
Social work and pedagogy  
(not reported if polytechnic or 
university) 
10 3 Female 1954 30 General social services (for people in 
employable age) 
Social work and pedagogy  
(not reported if polytechnic or 
university) 
11 3 Female 1958 27 General social services (for people in 
employable age) 
Social work and pedagogy  
(not reported if polytechnic or 
university) 
12 4 Female 1958 30 Youth welfare office Social work/pedagogy  
(university) 
13 4 Male 1960 25 Youth welfare office Social work/pedagogy  
(university) 
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Methods and Data 
 
The material that will be used to demonstrate the application 
of the aforementioned techniques consists of four focus 
groups of SWs, with 13 participants in total. The focus-
group interviews were conducted in the context of a larger 
research consortium studying images of addiction in a cross-
cultural framework. All but one of the participants were 
female and had work experience ranging from 10 to 30 
years. Group sizes varied between two and six participants. 
These were natural groups, and participants normally 
worked together in four municipal social offices in three 
major German cities. Participants were recruited through 
contact with heads of social offices. We chose regular 
municipal SWs as gatekeepers of addiction: they had no 
special training in addiction, yet they were regularly 
confronted with addiction problems and had to deal with 
them and decide whether referral to specialized services was 
warranted (Egerer, 2015a, 2015b). 
In line with reception analysis, the point of departure in our 
group interview method (Sulkunen & Egerer, 2009) was in 
the acknowledgment of the dynamic meaning-making 
relations between texts, technologies, and interpretive 
audiences (e.g., Laughey, 2007). During the focus-group 
interviews the participants were shown film clips and then 
encouraged to openly discuss them. The interviewees “filled 
in” the offered narratives by referring to their own 
knowledge and beliefs (Törrönen, 2002; Sulkunen & Egerer, 
2009).  
In the interview protocol, nine film clips from international 
fictional movies depicting instances of problematic alcohol, 
gambling, and eating behavior were shown; see Egerer 
(2010) for a detailed description. The discussions were self-
led by the interviewees. The moderator’s role was only to 
explain the interview setting and to run the stimulus clips. 
Data were analyzed with the help of the MaxQData software. 
The study adhered to the ethical principles of the Finnish 
Advisory Board on Research Integrity. 
 
Table 2 










Mother 4 0 0 0 4 
Frustration drinker [Frusttrinker] 0 1 0 0 1 
Fellow [der Typ] 1 1 0 0 2 
Maori people/Russian 1 1 0 0 2 
Fucking Russians [Scheiβ Russen] 1 0 0 0 1 
Stepfather 1 0 0 0 1 
Addict sick [Suchtkranker] 0 1 1 0 2 
Drunk 1 0 0 0 1 
Old one 1 0 0 2 3 
Drunkard [Säufer] 0 0 1 3 4 
Drinker 0 0 3 0 3 
Father 4 1 0 1 6 
Drunk bum [besoffener Penner] 0 1 0 0 1 
Dependent/Addict [Abhängiger] 2 0 0 0 2 
Addict [Süchtiger] 0 0 2 0 2 
Wino [Alki] 8 0 0 0 8 
Human [Mensch] 0 2 5 0 7 
Social drinker [Geselligkeitstrinker] 0 0 1 0 1 
Alcohol sick [Alkoholkranker] 0 0 2 0 2 
Man 2 2 7 0 11 
Alcoholic 8 6 4 8 26 
Person 0 0 2 0 2 




When analyzing the interview data with the SWs, we 
observed that interviewees’ perspectives materialized in 
similar ways: the same differences in opinion regarding 
drinking and gambling appeared in several different 
discussions (Egerer, 2015a, 2015b). However, the 
underlying core constructs for representing human nature 
appeared to stem from various competing logics. Stated 
more plainly, some groups held more negative attitudes 
toward persons with addictions, irrespective of the problems 
being discussed. The groups seemed to vary in outlook on 
human capabilities more generally. Particularly, one of the 
groups (Group 1) was seen to take a more pessimistic and at 
times even offensive stance regarding persons experiencing 
depicted problems. In particular, their views contrasted 
starkly with those from Group 2.  
Adapted summative content analysis 
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To clarify this subjective impression, we started out by 
identifying some of the labels used by interviewees for 
people with disorders pertaining to drinking, gambling and 
food in the SWs’ discussions. We then proceeded to count 
how often the SWs used terms which, to our understanding, 
tended to belittle the people talked about. This quantification 
draws on quantitative linguistics, such as Zipf's law on the 
frequency of words and their inherent importance according 
to the number of times they are used (i Cancho & Solé, 
2001), and basic content analysis by which the appearance 
of themes is thought to reflect the salience of these themes 
in the material (Holsti, 1969; Bryman, 2003). It corresponds 
to a summative content analysis of labels (Hsieh & Shannon, 
2005). Quantifications in terms of portions and amounts also 
form a natural part of qualitative research in cases where 
researchers observe, for example, that the majority of 
participants or a low portion of interview data addresses 
specific issues (Becker, 1970). Labels were employed in all 
focus-group discussions, but Group 1 tended to employ them 
to a greater extent and employed more negative labels (Table 
2). 
We were surprised that Group 2, which initially appeared 
especially positive in their demeanor, used the label “drunk 
bum” [besoffener Penner] within their discussion. The 
importance of contextualizing divergent cases in qualitative 
analysis (Silverman, 2006) became particularly evident after 
further examination of the specific usage of the derogative 
“drunk bum” label. The SWs referred to this label as an 
example of critical perspectives expressed in society when 
dealing with homelessness. The number of times labels were 
used did not guarantee an accurate impression of discussion 
content, and instead these data needed to be cross-checked 
with their specific usage and contextual connotations. 
The second technique for checking subjective impressions 
concerns researchers’ assumptions based on prior 
knowledge about interviewees’ characteristics. Our surprise 
at discovering offensive labeling in one of the focus groups 
may have resulted from our own expectations of what 
professional SWs are meant to represent. In the study design, 
we had selected SWs as representatives of an attentive 
profession associated with high ethical standards and values 
(Butrym, 1976; Bamford, 1990; Banks, 2001). Respect for 
people, a belief in the social nature of humankind, and a 
belief in the capacity for people to change have been 
expressed as core values integrated into the education of 
social workers and the conduct of their profession (Butrym, 
1976, p. 48). These prevailing assumptions may also have 
influenced our expectations regarding the nature of the 
interviewees’ assertions.  
 
Table 3 
Numerical Overview of Discussion on Social Work Values 




Belief in social 
nature (+) 








Group 1 8 20 95 39 29 32 
Group 2 29 1 63 7 30 14 
Group 3 48 11 55 18 26 14 
Group 4 11 36 33 9 3 24 
Ʃ 96 68 246 73 88 84 
 
Prior knowledge and assumptions are a natural part of 
“sociologically constructed” codes (Strauss, 1987). In this 
case, they were constructed based on our expectations of 
certain core values implicit within social work, as proposed 
by Butrym (1976). In order to interrogate our own 
assumptions, we coded interviewee statements that either 
aligned with or else critically questioned these values. In 
Table 3 we have assembled a numerical overview of 
utterance frequency. 
In comparison to a word and label search, as per our first 
technique, this strategy went one step further in 
interpretative analysis; the expression of values in the data 
could not have been recognized through a word search or 
listing out of labels.  
Due to differences in group sizes and variance of frequency 
for coded utterances, the numerical overview could not be 
used to compare groups’ utterances between one another 
directly. Instead, we used it to first acquire some indication 
of the ratio of utterances within the different groups and to 
then compare these ratios between groups. 
Our initial impressions were that Group 1 expressed the least 
amount of empathy whereas Group 2 expressed the most. 
Group 3 and 4 generated no specific intuitive impression of 
either low or high empathy. Based on Table 3, our initial 
impressions were corroborated for Group 1, which showed 
the least respect for persons suffering from the discussed 
problems and had mixed beliefs regarding people’s capacity 
to change. Group 2, in comparison, had the highest 
proportion of coded utterances of respect.  
In contrast to our initial impressions, the second 
quantification technique allowed us to identify negative 
attitudes in Group 4 as well. In Groups 1 and 4, many of the 
protagonists from the film clips were evaluated negatively 
based on their appearance. Alun, a character in one of the 
stimulus clips on alcohol problems, wasn’t deemed a person 
that “a woman would like to look at a second time” 
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(Interviewee 12, Group 4). Group 2 instead evaluated the 
same person in a starkly different manner: 
Interviewee 5: Whereupon, he still was a relatively young 
man. And if he would look more after himself, he perhaps 
would not be that unattractive that he would not be able to 
succeed in life. That, well, he was not that washed-up that 
everything would be in vain. (Group 2) 
Group 2 (as well as the majority of Group 3) also expressed 
a considerable belief in the human ability to change. Group 
4 and Interviewee 6 (of Group 3) showed a more pessimistic 
attitude concerning people’s abilities to change for the 
better. In Group 1 the questioning of human abilities to 
change, and the possibilities of social work to help people do 
so, led to a vivid discussion between two participants. 
Interviewee 3 held the opinion that people have free will and 
can therefore quit an addiction. Interviewee 1, on the other 
hand, felt that they could only prevent the “biggest shit” and 
that “the poor sods (children taken into custody) [have lost 
already] any good chances in their lives.” 
Speaker positions 
The first two techniques were able to clarify which of the 
groups held positive impressions on the subjects discussed, 
through a focus on expressed utterances and attitudes. 
However, they were not capable of explaining why initial 
impressions did not suggest that Group 4 also held negative 
attitudes. The reason why Group 1 struck us as representing 
an especially negative image of human nature also remained 
puzzling, as in fact at least one of the participants expressed 
an optimistic view on people’s possibility to change.  
The third technique attended to this issue by developing an 
analysis on speakers’ positions. This is a well-established 
and valuable approach for recognizing the meaning-making 
achieved through the dynamics and interaction of speakers 
(Runcieman, 2018). We demonstrate this technique through 
evaluations of speakers’ statements’ truth values (Sulkunen 
& Törrönen, 1997a, 1997b). A speaker can assume a 
superior position in knowledge as compared to the 
(imagined) addressee. This undermines solidarity between 
speaker and addressee—a trait in a group discussion that 
might leave an impression of great disagreement or 
prevalence of negative attitudes by observing researchers.  
In Group 4, the interviewees often confirmed what other 
colleagues had just stated in their previous utterance. 
Interviewee 13: Yes. Well, the act of gambling is not yet 
satisfied at this point, with the early win.  
Interviewee 12: Exactly. (Group 4)  
Interviewee 12 knew this to be true, but also believed that 
her colleague was right and, in this way, acknowledged his 
expertise in the subject matter. In Group 1, however, the 
discussion more commonly involved expressions of doubt 
concerning colleagues’ prior utterances. 
Interviewee 1: Well, you could still ask, I think, you could 
offer the second one [character with gambling problems] to 
contact his bank. Well, in my opinion the most important 
[thing] with an addiction is that you do not hide it.  
Interviewee 3: But would you really go to such length, 
realistically, at work that you would go together with him to 
the bank? (Group 1) 
Here, Interviewee 3 indicated that she knew better and did 
not believe that Interviewee 1 would really offer this kind of 
support to a client. The speaker here placed herself as an 
expert above her colleague and questioned the colleague’s 
professionalism. This kind of internal group conflict was 
common in Group 1; when doubts were raised in other 
groups they were addressed less often in constructs of doubt 
or contestation of colleagues’ work expertise. 
It seems that Groups 1 and 4 may have been equally negative 
with regard to the value of respect for persons and human 
capacities to change, but Group 4 had internal consensus and 
mutual support, whereas Group 1 showed proof of internal 
struggles between the participants. In comparison, in Group 
3 one of the interviewees (Interviewee 6) did not share the 
majority’s optimism with regard to capacity for change; 
however, this disagreement did not lead other group 
members to question her professionalism. Thereby, the 
technique of examining speakers’ positions could clarify the 
absence of negative reactions in our initial impressions when 
analyzing the data from Groups 3 and 4. This technique also 
substantiated our initial negative reaction toward Group 1, 
while the technique of quantifying expectations identified 
one of the group members as actually expressing an 
optimistic view on a person’s capabilities to change. 
Discussion 
 
We have presented three techniques to make sense of the 
subjectivity in researchers’ observations in focus-group 
interviews. The adapted summative content analysis (Hsieh 
& Shannon, 2005) is easy to conduct, transparent, and 
reproducible. In fact, when using software for qualitative 
data analysis, searching for specific words and counting 
them can be automated. Focusing on words detached from 
their context nevertheless highlights the importance of re-
contextualization in order to avoid misinterpretations 
(Silverman, 2006). 
The second technique on the quantification of expectations 
is already a step further in the direction of interpretative 
analysis. Consequently, it demands a prior assumptive 
categorization logic, as the researcher needs to decide on the 
categories to be coded and which passages of discussion to 
apply it to. It is nevertheless a transparent and modestly 
reproducible procedure as well. The first two techniques 
enlightened our subjective impressions concerning two of 
the focus groups (Groups 1 and 2), but at the same time they 
problematized our initial appraisal of the remaining two 
(Groups 3 and 4). 
Our last technique, the analysis of speaker positions, helped 
to unfold and explain this observation. It is also recognizable 
that while our last technique is the most potent for qualifying 
researchers’ initial subjective reactions to their data, it is also 
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the most work-intensive to carry out. The technique of 
analyzing speaker positions is also the least affiliated with 
the leading positivist paradigm in addiction research. As 
such it is more difficult to accommodate than the first two 
techniques. Yet by clearly articulating and walking through 
the semiotic framework employed, this strategy can in a 
transparent fashion explain the underlying reasoning for the 
researcher’s subjective impressions.  
In qualitative addiction research practice, we recommend 
using these techniques when needed (e.g., the researchers 
have a strong subjective impression concerning their data) 
and to carry them out in a similar order as presented here. 
This way one achieves the best possible trade-off between 
depth and resources (e.g., time and writing space). One can 
progress onwards from the process of following one’s 
subjective impressions, when the researcher’s subjectivity 
has been clarified to a sufficient extent. “Sufficient,” in this 
case, would be a relative concept, but a useful rule of thumb 
is to make the grounds of one’s interpretations explicit 
(Stenius, Mäkelä, Miovský, & Gabrhelík, 2017). In some 
cases, this might require an all-out elaboration of 
respondents’ speaker positions, while in others the adapted 
summative content analysis might be enough. 
Following our subjective impressions facilitated subsequent 
considerations, which should be understood as forming 
research questions for further studies more so than as final 
conclusions. We can consider participants’ backgrounds in 
light of the German social work context. The participants of 
Group 2 were working in psychiatric services for children 
and adolescents. They had degrees in practical social work 
from a polytechnic. Thus, one could expect a more practical 
approach targeted at substituting children’s material 
deficiencies (Schilling, 1997; Hering & Münchmeier, 2000; 
Rauschenbach & Züchner, 2011). Groups 1 and 4 also 
consisted of professionals who work with children and 
youth, but these interviewees had a more heavily theoretical 
education from university. Maybe one could speculate that 
the contradiction between their theoretical pedagogical 
education and the social work reality when faced with 
addictions led to a higher degree of frustration (Schilling, 
1997; Hering & Münchmeier, 2000; Rauschenbach & 
Züchner, 2011). Their strategy to harmonize the 
contradiction was an adaptation of professional knowledge 
at the expense of social work’s professional values (Blinkert, 
1972). These hypothetical explanations should not be 
misunderstood as verdicts: social desirability may also be a 
contributing factor (e.g., Goffman, 1959). In the interview 
situation, participants were to some degree playing roles 
presenting their profession. Maybe the groups identified as 
more “negative” were in fact offering a more realistic view 
into the complex backstage of social work. Without having 
followed up on our subjective impressions, such matters 
would not have arisen for consideration.  
Our proposed techniques for reflection and transparency are 
not exclusive to strategies like multiple coders or 
triangulation (e.g., Miles, Huberman, & Saldana, 2014) and 
can be combined with these if deemed necessary. Often 
multiple use of such technologies can also be left to 
following analyses and studies (Alasuutari, 1996).  
We have presented three techniques for assessing initial 
impressions of data, and for reflecting on them as part of the 
research conduct (Mauthner & Doucet, 2003). While 
counting and coding have been controversial ways of dealing 
with qualitative data (e.g., Maxwell, 2010; Salo, 2015) this 
study indicates that quantification can help to provide an 
overview of data (Becker, 1970; Silverman, 2006). In order 
to please the positivist research paradigm in addiction 
research, qualitative researchers may be asked to refrain 
from the core logic of their own research paradigm. The 
processes within techniques suggested in this paper manage 
to retain researcher subjectivity, a central consideration in 
qualitative research, without abandoning the scientific rigor 
required in addiction publishing (Whittemore, Chase, & 
Mandle, 2001; Hellman et al., in press). We consider it 
highly likely that the techniques can provide great value in 
analyses of other kinds of interview data as well, though this 
exceeds the scope of this particular study 
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